Bitter disputes between Travellers, 
councils and local residents are 
becoming increasingly common 
as ‘illegal Gypsy-owned sites 
continue to grow. But isnt there 

a better way? Jake Bowers and 
Alison Benjamin report 


azing, Essex, is a 
‘suburban spraw! 
where east Lon- 
doners who have 
made a bit of 
money move to see 
green fields from 
vas | the windows of 
their big modern houses. 

Past these homes, with their St 
George's flags flying, and behind the 
row upon row of industrial green- 
houses, is 4 narrow road that leads to 
Harry and Linda Smith's Jand — half 
an acre of gravel on which stand two 
caravans, a neat wooden cabin, some 
well-cared-for potted plants and a 
portable toilet. 

This pitch off Paynes Lane has been 
the Smith’s home for 14 years but the 
couple bought it without planning per- 
mission and subsequent planning 
applications have been rejected. As a 
result, Epping Forest district council 
has ordered them to leave. Unless 
Harry, 63, and Linda, 57, g0 by August 
93, the bailiffs will remove them by 
force. Only a few weeks ago, at the 
same five-acre site, 26 Gypsies and 
Travellers were evicted who had 
repeatedly flouted planning regula- 
tions since their arrival two years ago. 

The Smiths’ eviction could be the 
latest in a line of ugly confrontations 
between Gypsies and Travellers and 
local councils trying to remove them 
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from “illegal” sites. Earlier this year 
police in riot gear paid an early morn- 
ing visit to Meadowlands, also in 
Essex, to help clear out 15 families. At 
Bulkington Fields, Warwickshire, 
police and bailiffs were met by an 
angry crowd behind a huge banner 
that read Stop Ethnic Cleansing. 

Harry Smith says he will not leave 
Paynes Lane. “We've got nowhere to 
go,” he argues. “If the council finds me 
a place by all means we'll go, but how 
can I take my misses on the road? She's 
had a triple bypass and she’s got to 
go back to the doctor for tests. They 
think her arteries are blocked again. 
She also has to take insulin twice a day 
for her diabetes.” 

Epping Forest district council has no 
sites for Gypsies and Travellers. And, 
claims Linda Smith, the nearest is full. 

It is a similar story across England. 
The 324 sites provided by local author- 
ities, where just under 6,000 caravans 
are pitched, have long waiting lists. 
Since the 1994 Criminal Justice Act 
removed the statutory duty on local 
councils to provide caravan sites few 
new ones have been created. Resis- 
tance from local residents and lack of 
funding are the two most frequent rea- 
sons cited by councils. Gypsies claim 
that their nomadic way of life has in 
effect been outlawed. 

Current government policy recom- 
mends that the 300,000-strong Gypsy 
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and Traveller communities should 
house themselves on their own land. 
Many of the plots they have bought, 
however, are on greenbelt land on the 
outskirts of towns, so they are often de- 
nied planning permission. The gov- 
ernment’s own studies state that more 
than 90% of applications from Gypsies 
are refused, compared to applications 
from settled people, of which more 
than 80% are granted consent. 

Last year there were almost 2,000 
illewal encampments on land privately 
owned by Gypsies — up 40% on the 
previous year, Nearly half were in the 
east of Britain. 

What results are bitter legal wran- 
gles that can drag on for years. The 
Birmingham-based Community Law 
Practice, which specialises in repre- 
senting Travellers, is dealing with up 
to 100 planning appeals, about a third 
of all cases. The most high profile 
appeal is ongoing In Cambridgeshire, 
where Cottenham residents and Trav- 
ellers are locked in battle over the ad- 
dition of 17 new mobile homes on 
Smithy Fen, Cottenham's long-estab- 
lished Travellers’ site. Outraged local 
residents threatened to withhold 
council tax in protest at the antisocial 
behaviour they say they have endured 
since the Irish Travellers moved in. 

Common complaints against Gyp- 
sies and ‘Travellers include lorries ruim- 
bling along country lanes delivering 


| Earth struggle: Gypsies at Bulkington Fields, Warwickshire, demonstrate 
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gravel, burning rubbish with smoke 
billowing across nearby gardens and 
residents claiming that burglaries 
have increased, despite little evidence 
to support this, according to the police. 

In Epping Forest, growing tensions 
may have contributed to the election of 
three British National party council- 
lors on the back of a manifesto pledge 
to “immediately evict Travellers/Gyp- 
sies from private or council lands. In 
Firle, east Sussex, a mock Gypsy cara- 
van with the number plate PIKIE, was 
torched last year on November 5. Fhe 
Crown Prosecution Service has 
dropped charges against the le people 
arrested because of lack of evidence. 

The negative impact that the short- 
age of traveller sites has had on race 
relations is recognised by (he Commis- 
sion for Racial Equality (CRE), which 
this week appointed a Gypsy commis- 
sioner, Charles Smith, chair of the 
Gypsy Council. 

Launching the commission's first 
strategy on Gypsies and Travellers ear- 
lier this year, chairman Trevor Phillips 
said: “There is no question that Gyp- 
gies and Travellers are probably the 
single most intensely discriminated 
against group in the country. I’ve de- 
scribed it as a case of Gypsies and Trav- 
ellers in the UK being akin to [what] 
black folk were in the deep south of the 
US 40 years ago.” 

With the government estimating 


against an order to leave their land 


more than 


that 
pitches will be required on long and 
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short-stay council sites, by 
range of organisati 
Gypsy and Traveller Law Reform Coal 
tion (GTLKC), the Association of Chiet 
Police Officers and Cottenham resi 
dents association have reached the 
same conclusion; more sites must bi 


provided. The residents have even 


joined with GTLKC to put pressure on 


government to amend the housing bill 
and reintroduce a statutory duty on 
councils to meet Gypsy and Traveller 
accommodation needs 

The action has not sprung from a 
change of heart, but is an example of 
pure self-interest, says GTLRC’s policy 
development worker Andrew Ryder 

“I can't think of a better recipe for 
discord and strife [than the Criminal 
Justice Act],.” savs Ryder 

Epping Forest says the impact o! 
fighting Travellers through the courts 
can be huge for a small council “The 
amount of work involved seriously 
affects the capacity of legal, planning 
and environmental health depart: 
ments to continue with the ne wma clayy- 
to-day activities, says Independent 
leader of the council John Knapman 

Then there’s the cost Mid-Beford 
shire district council estimates that i 
has spent close to. £500,000, excluding 
officer time, in court proceedings. 

The Local Government Associaton 


in jin no doubt that forcing councils to 
“Un 
hess Uhere is a Statutory duty supported 
by adequate funding it is unlikely that 
site provision and wider service provi 


provide ejtes is the only solution 


elon for Travelling communities will be 


developed as a priority for both finan 
cia! and polite “al reasors,” told ancy 
fice of the Deputy of the Prime Minis 
ter select committer reviewing gZOV 
ernment’s Gypey and Traveller poliey 

The review will report in the au 
furor, but golng on evidence given by 
housing and planning minister Keith 
Hil) Uke reinstatement of the statutory 
obligation ie not a done deal 

“The government i, of course, 
considering all Phill 
“liowever, | am very clear that a duty 
would heave significant spending 
haplications, | am ales Gonecious that 
o duty would pul Gypetes and Tray 
ellers arguably in an advantagecus 
pasitien by esomparisan with other 
loca) renidents without housing needs ” 

In Eoqving Forest, Kn apinan favour 
a Travelleyfociused housing aaaocia 
lion geheme to bring forward 
appropriate sites funded by private 
an) public taney 

Mor Harry and Linda Sraith it could 
oom to lable Wives the bailiffs arrive at 
Payne Lane, Harry saya: “They Ll hav 
Le put one bn pipe” 


options,” said 
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Travellers’ sites manaqer, 
Feniaend 
arstnict 
OOUNCI! 
Fenland has five 


local authority 


sell -financing 


sites, the modal of 
ary diatrict councl The £40 o week 
rent covers maintenance, Sorne 66 
faniilies live on (hese sites. Another 200 
fanilies are on private pilches, before 
they buy land we enoourage them to 
epeak (oO Up. We look inito finding other 
Potential sites for ther if The ores they 
warntto buy arent auitable We treat 
people raspectfully and listen lo what 
they 'e Baying 

In40 Cases we've persuaded 
Gypaies from buying unsuitable land 

In the past yaar there have bean 22/4 
unauthorised encamnpmeritsa, We 
currently have four We negoliate with 
the ooouperitia to move or to another 
area between five and 1f days later We 
lel! teen Vf you aot in an enyirorinier 
Lally reeponaible way were nol gong 
to Move you GA irnrineately 

We run Gypey and Traveller cultural 
AWefenenn seriinars for public gee tis 
workers and @xpioiry to te Crypesies anc 
Travellers Mow things fi iy ho OOuid be 
annoying lat toca remierta ~ 


Lawrie Berry 


Member ot Paynes Lane 
residents 
SoorwsAatiw) 


"There are 
houses in Payries 
lane, Nazing 
} atew | live about 
(hree-quartera of 
a mile from the five-acre site off (he lana 
where orginally seven or aight Gypsy 
families were living, There was an incu 
sion Of a furihver 15 to 20 families in Jan 
uary POO?, which led to 4 atand-cft 
hetweer the local residenta and the 
ee as ee Vie Don ket off Cur learve 
ita a private road, and the counel! head 
an innunetion againal (he Clypotes may 
ing they couldn’ go on to te pite Lhiyt 
the polo lat ihnern go on. They told ual 
wee lo prevent a breach fife peace 

After (hal incursion we had (hres 
acta conte of huge lores gang up 
and dow? ihe lane fram far to (pr 
There were inc chcens of above and 
bad language anid they chopy en down 
a hediqnen cw The original sel would 
buen beowifires whose arrnohe Gillonwed 
ove (he bungalow and collages 
early 

It's WO @ question of facia or ninby 
parr 11 ih a Cpnemeeticany cot righ! vid wry 
ite like you or rie Puaitolirigy a flick bh of 


Hates wi @ faelic 


“af 
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Kathy Buckland 


Gypsy 
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Kicked everything up, My two. yee 


wre hvaterical,!/ was pregnant w 


fourth efile. | fell like (hen 


aweep us away into a sewer, thet 
were ol treating Wa lke hurries 
lowed my Hines Dbeciroon rien 
colt Ulver 


Lok Tt would be pail in at 


ite ayve pul cont Te Pe 
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left on (he frOead and «4 few cClaya ia 
iwae eel alight Al the onicinen 
ev mol clothes were in there | 
os) everyihing 

od bee) Cory Ue ita frou fix PheCw 


My fanvly bought tive ppitoh for) | 


feet 
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Hhowoltt it wes coining (roan 


Hea Are We my cen Fil Va 
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